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Mountains
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with Elizabeth H. Wing
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INTRODUCTION
Late nineteenth and early twentieth century California presented vast opportunities for free
grazing on public lands. Many young men (mostly Basque or French) came to take employment
as shepherds, working for owner-bosses and sometimes becoming their own bosses after a few
years. The “California Sheep Walk”, also called the Long Trail, began in winter pastures around
Lancaster, Bakersfield and Mojave. Sheep were herded north past Red Rock Canyon and
Inyokern and into the Owens Valley, passing the towns of Lone Pine, Independence, Big Pine,
Bishop and Benton. During the hot summers they grazed in the high meadows north of Bishop,
including the Sierra Nevada and the White Mountains. In the fall they retraced their steps to
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the winter pastures in the south (Connable 1986). California’s White Mountains contain many
stone shelters related to this activity (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Big Stone Shelter, White Mountains, California, USA. This shelter is typical of the shelters in this
study except for its wide entrance and especially large residual boulder. Elevation is 3840 meters above
sea level. Photograph by Elizabeth Wing.

The existence of these shelters has been noted previously in scientific and cultural studies on
other subjects (Ababneh and Woolfenden 2010, Morgan et al. 2014) but they have been
neglected otherwise. They tell a story of diaspora, landscape transformation and resource
extraction; characteristic themes for the American west (Dixon 2014).
A contingent of Basques entered California in 1850 to mine for gold; the earliest arrived from
Argentina where they had already mastered the trade of open-range herding. Most of these
became sheepmen or cattlemen in California within a few years (Douglass and Bilbao 1975).
They began to send for hired help from amongst their kinsmen and fellow villagers in Euskal
Herria, and a cycle of hiring and expansion was established characterized by significant turnover
and travel between the two continents. By the 1870s Basque hotels in western towns served as
informal orientation centers and hiring halls for the new arrivals. Barriers to entry arose when
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the Federal government started restricting access and requiring grazing permits; the General
Revision Act of 1891 and the Taylor Grazing Act of 1934 each forced significant changes in
grazing practices. Established sheepmen obtained permits and continued to graze sheep in our
study area into the middle of the twentieth century. However, as California became more
crowded and its economy diversified, Basque sheepmen shifted east and north into Nevada,
Idaho and other western states. Throughout the process they have acted as a self-aware ethnic
group, bound by their shared language and their homeland in the Pyrenees (Douglass and
Bilbao 1975). Inyo County records for 1896-1897 show that out of 34 sheepmen who paid a tax
on sheep moving northwards towards our study area, 15 had clearly Basque names and 16
were apparently French but probably not Basque (Douglass and Bilbao 1975). The Basques had
larger herds so they represented over half of the sheep.

It might be argued that form simply follows function in a stone shelter and reveals little about
the builder. However, Thorson (2002, 2005) has documented an astonishing variety of
construction techniques and styles in New England’s stone walls. In the White Mountains,
Morgan et al. (2014) have noted the Basque predilection for rectilinear constructions. By
detailed measurements Wing et al. (2015) were able to determine the cultural affiliation of the
builders of a unique alignment of boulders on the California coast. Thus, the dimensions,
orientations and features of even very simple stone shelters contain cultural clues. The
purpose of this study is to describe those dimensions, orientations and features and to compare
them to those of similar dry stone structures in Euskal Herria and France, as documented by
Agirre-García et al. (2018), Lassure and Repérant (2004), Ibáñez Rodríguez (2010), Ibabe Ortiz
(2004/05) and Ibabe Ortiz (2014).

HISTORY AND NATURAL HISTORY OF THE STUDY AREA
The White Mountains are part of the Basin and Range Province of the western United States.
They trend north-south, parallel to the Sierra Nevada range from which they are separated by
the Owens Valley. They extend into the state of Nevada; Boundary Peak, at 4007 meters
elevation, is Nevada’s highest mountain. They are nearly as high as the Sierra (White Mountain
Peak’s elevation is 4344 meters) but are more arid because they lie in the rain shadow of the
Sierra (Powell and Klieforth 1991). Their middle slopes are dominated by pinyon-juniper forest.
Above that there are limber pines (Pinus flexilis) and sagebrush. Between 3000 and 3500
meters elevation in areas with dolomite soils there are pure stands of bristlecone pines (Pinus
longaeva; Elliott-Fisk and Peterson 1991). Above the tree line are alpine meadows with native
bunchgrasses and diverse wildflowers.
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The McAfee Meadow Research Natural Area is an alpine plateau in the White Mountains
southeast of White Mountain Peak. It is approximately five kilometers long and three
kilometers wide, divided into smaller areas by low hills and permanent streams. Elevations
range from 3,600 to 4000 meters above sea level. It is relatively inaccessible from the west,
north or east, being bounded by steep cliffs and canyons. It can be reached from the south by
way of Westgard Pass and Sheep Pass. The summer climate is characterized by clear sunny days
and cool daytime temperatures with westerly winds. Snowbanks can last into late summer.
Today the area is administered by the National Forest Service, and the University of California
maintains several high-altitude research stations. Most of the stone shelters we describe lie
within this area; others are located within a few kilometers of the road from Westgard Pass to
White Mountain Peak (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Map showing the
general locations of the dry stone
shelters in this study, all of which
are located in Mono County,
California.

The meadows in our study area were inhabited in the summer by Paiute hunter-gatherers as
part of an annual round; obsidian projectile points are commonly found and bighorn sheep
(Ovis Canadensis), black tailed deer (Odocoileus hemionus) and yellow bellied marmots
(Marmota flaviventris) still inhabit the meadows and adjacent slopes. Bettinger (1990, 1991a,
1991b and 2015) has described a “White Mountain Village Pattern” characterized by clusters of
dwellings, middens, a variety of stone tools including milling equipment and chipped stone.
Thirteen villages, the highest such sites reported anywhere in North America, appear to have
been occupied continuously for several months each summer by groups of families engaged in
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gathering alpine plant foods, hunting game and processing food. When autumn arrived they
would descend the slopes of the mountains to the pinyon pine forests to harvest pine nuts. The
meadows also contain older rock hunting blinds that predate the White Mountain Village
Pattern, which commenced around A.D. 600 (Bettinger 1991a).
Captain Joseph Reddeford Walker explored the Owens Valley and the base of the White
Mountains in 1834. The region was first surveyed in 1855 by A. W. Von Schmidt but declared
“mostly worthless to the white man.” However, mining flourished and the first cattle were
brought into Mono County in 1861 to feed miners. The Owens Valley had 4000 head of cattle
and 2500 sheep by 1862. Two hundred thousand head of cattle, horses and sheep wintered in
the valley by 1873 (Chalfant 1922). Prospectors had thoroughly explored the area before the
mid-1860s and a few small silver and gold mines with names like the Golden Wedge, the
Southern Belle, and Yellow Jacket were developed in the White Mountains. Mining towns in the
Whites included White Mountain City and Roachville (Chalfant 1922.) However, the Whites
have few mineral riches compared to adjacent areas and these projects quickly failed. For some
late 19th and early to mid-20th century Basque shepherds, McAfee Meadow was the northern
terminus of the California Sheep Walk.
The first domestic sheep were brought to California from Mexico by Don Fernando de Rivera y
Moncada in 1770. In 1853 William W. Hollister imported 300 sheep from the Eastern United
States, improving the breeds. A California sheep industry developed that included Basque,
French, California Indian, Mexican, Portuguese, Spanish, and Anglo-American workers. By 1860
there were over a million sheep in California (Douglass and Bilbao 1975). Austin (1906)
describes how during shearing a tally was kept in three languages. Hired herders in the Owens
Valley, whether Basque, French or otherwise, usually had experience herding sheep as boys,
but range conditions in California were very different from the small family farms in Euskal
Herria or France. Nearly all hired men were foreign-born. Hired herders frequently took their
pay in ewes, building up their own flocks and eventually becoming their own bosses. Setbacks
related to weather and market conditions meant that self-employed shepherds sometimes had
to return to working for others. They might transition between wage pay and self-employment
several times in the course of their careers. Forty to sixty dollars a month plus board was a
typical herder’s wage during the first half of the 20th century. They herded singly or in pairs of
men, always accompanied by dogs. It usually wasn’t possible to carry more than a week’s worth
of food and gear on pack mules, so herders in the field would be re-supplied by their
employers. Despite having sheepherding experience from their home lands they had to learn to
adapt to new conditions and challenges: poisonous plants and water, hailstorms, aridity,
predators, forest rangers and fee-collecting sheriffs. Yosemite National Park was closed and
patrolled by soldiers, but these could be evaded or bribed. At first, there was no real penalty for
getting caught in Yosemite’s rich meadows. Competition for feed would lead to clever
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matchings of wits with other herders. Trickery and subterfuge included stampeding the
opponent’s flock, secret trails and false trail markers, delaying the progress of another’s flock,
claims of a false legal right to graze, false warnings about range conditions, being cagey about
one’s own plans, even (very rarely) rebranding another’s sheep. When it came to competing
with cattlemen, violence prevailed although there was less strife between cattlemen and
shepherds in California than in other western states (Austin 1906). Alfred R. Giraud, profiled
below, had an encounter with a cattleman near Coso Junction that almost got him shot
(Potashkin 1990).
Alfred Rosslyn Giraud, although not a Basque, is of interest because he left his name carved into
wood posts or beams on two of the shelters we examined. Born 1882 in Hyères, France, he
came to California in 1900 at the age of eighteen to join his older brother Pete (profiled as
“Little Pete” in Mary Austin’s 1906 book The Flock) who was already herding sheep in the
Owens Valley. Pete died in 1907. Alfred was married twice and had six children. The Giraud
brothers were literate in French and English; Austin (1906) described how Pete liked to read
and discuss French literature while in camp. Additionally, Alfred spoke Spanish and a little of
the Owens Valley Paiute’s language. By the 1920s Alfred owned a 160-acre ranch near Bishop
and grazed up to 10,000 head of sheep on the Long Trail. As an owner and boss he acquired the
title of “Sheepman” and hired men to do much of the work in the field. His employees were
mostly French and Paiute; his son remarked in an oral interview that Giraud “didn’t hire too
many Basques” because he perceived them as rivals to the French (Potashin 1990). Giraud died
in 1967 in Ridgecrest, California. He was not the only man to bring sheep to the White
Mountains; a 1917 scientific expedition lead by UC Berkeley zoologist Joseph Grinnell
encountered sheepherder Jean Blanc at one of our study sites, the Crooked Creek cabin,
(Pritchett 2014) and Mary Austin described in 1906 how Joe Eyraud, known as “White
Mountain Joe” was accustomed to bring his sheep to our study area. There were undoubtedly
many others; in the 1920s upwards of 75,000 sheep grazed in the Whites every summer
(Potashkin 1990).
Giraud’s book My First Winter in California (1966)1 describes his winter routine in southern
California and the Owens Valley, not his summers in the White Mountains. Nevertheless, it
offers a detailed picture of the rugged lifestyle everybody experienced on the California Sheep
Walk. He describes capturing a feral burro on the trail and conscripting it to work for him. When
he needed a horseshoe, he would find a discarded one on the trail and hammer it into shape to
re-use. For food, Giraud and his trail partner had bread, baked every few days in pans placed in
a hole with hot coals, and soup. They had all the lamb and mutton they wanted. Giraud wrote
that they used no canned food, carrying only dry groceries such as flour, beans, rice, lentils,
barley, garlic, cheese, onions, potatoes, dried apples, prunes, sugar, coffee, honey, syrup, salt,
pepper and salt pork. Rusted food cans are found today at the sites bearing his name (Crooked
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Creek and the Stone Corral site at McAfee Meadows) but these may have brought by other
visitors.

MEASURING THE SHELTERS
Stone shelters were examined on a series of hikes departing from the University of California’s
White Mountain Research Center; either the Barcroft Station (elevation 3801 meters) or the
Crooked Creek Station (elevation 3094 meters) or from points along the road between them.
We scaled the small hills that characterize the area and used binoculars to scan nearly slopes
and meadows for telltale piles of stones. We also sought local information from the field staff
of the White Mountain Research Center. These shelters blend into the stony landscape and we
are confident that there are some we missed.
Latitudes, longitudes, and elevations were obtained using Garmin Global Positioning System
receivers. Elevations above sea level were obtained in meters. The following measurements
were made, as appropriate, on each shelter using meter sticks and a measuring tape and
recorded to the nearest tenth of a meter: exterior length, exterior width, interior length,
interior width, doorway width, doorway height, six wall height measurements spaced around
the perimeter, fireplace length, fireplace width, and chimney height. The orientations (north,
northeast, east, southeast, south, southwest, west, or northwest) of the doorway and the
fireplace were recorded. It was recorded whether the doorway faces uphill or downhill, as was
the presence of artifacts like metal cans, glass shards, scraps of ceramic, bone, wood or leather,
nails, wire, bullets, wooden posts and beams. Nothing was moved. A floor plan was sketched
and characterized as “square”, “U-shaped” or a “horseshoe.” It was assessed whether or not
the shelter is large enough to lie down in comfortably. The presence or absence of “spurs” was
noted on the larger shelters; these are low lines of stones that flank either side of the doorway
for a meter or more like the entrance to an igloo (Figure 3). Finally, the proximity of other
stone shelters, springs and seasonal streams, corrals, meadows and trees was noted. Shelters
were photographed with a digital camera.
Following Thorson’s (2005) classification of the order of placement of stones in a stone wall, we
characterized the construction as “dumped” (the most disordered state), “stacked” (stones
placed by hand but without much concern for their fit or orientation) or “laid” (placed with care
so that the flat faces of individual stones align to make a larger flat face.) A few were recorded
as “chinked” (laid with smaller stones fitted into gaps to make the wall face more even.) Most
stone shelters in the White Mountains are “single-wall”; if “double-wall” construction was
evident (smooth faces on both exterior and interior using different columns of stones) that was

BOGA: Basque Studies Consortium Journal

7

BOGA: Basque Studies Consortium Journal, Vol. 9, Iss. 1

noted. In many cases a too-large-to-move “residual boulder” was incorporated into a wall: the
shelter was built around and against a boulder that has never been never moved from its
natural position in the ground. When present, residual boulders and their locations within the
shelter (north, northeast, east, southeast, south, southwest, west, or northwest wall or corner)
were recorded.

THE SHELTERS TODAY
A total of 68 stone structures were found in our study area. Not all qualify as shelters. They
range in size from tiny cairns made of just a few rocks to cabins with four well-laid walls,
artifacts, and a fireplace. The smallest structures can be difficult to interpret since anyone from
Paleo-Indians to modern hikers can stack a few rocks. The largest shelters, because of their size,
rectilinear floor plans, stonework and artifacts, are obviously not aboriginal. Table 1 gives
summary statistics for the eighteen largest shelters found in our study area; ones that one or
two people could spend a comfortable night in. These sites were designated with descriptive
names.
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Artifacts associated with these largest shelters include rusted metal cans, especially hole-in-top
condensed milk cans and hinged pocket tobacco cans, identifiable by their shapes, such as were
widely used in the western USA throughout the 20th century (Merritt 2014). Also present are
wood posts, wire, cooking gear, horseshoes, glass shards, bone shards and shoe leather. All five
of the dates we found carved on wood timbers range between 1913 and 1929.
Other categories of stone structures we found (but do not discuss here) include presumed
prehistoric hunting blinds, presumed prehistoric house rings, cairns, and miscellaneous small
windbreaks. These are usually round, crescent- or horseshoe-shaped, knee-high or lower, and
lack fireplaces and visible artifacts.

SHELTER DESIGN CHARACTERISTICS
There is considerable variety in the construction of stone shelters in the White Mountains, but
some design features are common. Most are approximately square with four single-walls one
meter high and up to five meters on an outer side enclosing a single chamber. This allows a
floor space two to four meters on a side; big enough for two people to stretch out comfortably
on the ground. The stone work is carefully laid with faces of individual stones aligned, especially
on the interior, to make one big wall face. There is a narrow doorway that faces downhill
towards a meadow in any direction except west, the direction of the prevailing wind.
Sometimes the walls are U-shaped; then the doorway is wider. The doorway may have low
stone “spurs” that flank it on the outside for a meter or two, and is often in a corner. A fireplace
is usually built into the south wall. There is generally no roof and no sign that there ever was
one. Residual boulders are often incorporated into the shelter; these are usually part of the
western wall or northwest corner. Metal cans, glass, wood, bone and/or metal scraps are
present. It is near a spring or seasonal stream. Figure 3 represents a composite of common
features prevalent in White Mountains stone shelters, but no single shelter has all of these
characteristics.
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.

Figure 3. Composite floor plan representing the average characteristics of the 18 largest stone shelters in
this study

The following are some variations and exceptions to the norm:
Stone Corral/Warming Hut site: With three stone chambers and two corrals, this site near
McAfee Meadow is the largest we examined. Most other stone shelters in the study area are
solitary. The larger stone corral is almost 40 meters long, with laid and stacked walls at least a
meter high, and has an entrance 7.7 meters wide where no stones are present. Perhaps sheep
were kept inside by means of a log barway, or perhaps sentry dogs prevented them from
leaving. The smaller corral is almost ten meters long with a very narrow entrance. Three stone
chambers sit side-by-side facing north and sharing common walls. The largest is at the western
end of the row. It is fully roofed with carefully laid stone slabs partially supported by beams of
bristlecone pine. The roof is domed, giving it a beehive appearance. “A. GIRAUD 1921” is deeply
carved into one of the beams and the letters are highlighted with black pigment. There is
standing headroom for all but tall people. A well-constructed fireplace and chimney occupies
the entire south wall. Low comfortable stone benches take up the entire eastern and western
walls. The remaining floor space is too small to sleep on, as are the benches. One person could
lie down on the floor if he or she curls up, but the head would be uncomfortably close to the
fireplace and the feet would stick out the door. Immediately outside the front door there is a
grassy level space lacking even small stones approximately two meters by three meters and
protected on the west by a stone windbreak 0.8 meters high. This shelter is a cooking/warming
hut where two to four companions can sit by the fire out of the wind, but evidently you sleep
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outside it. Next to the warming hut and sharing a wall with it the middle chamber is also roofed
with stone slabs. No wood beams are present in it. There is a rough, raised stone floor. There is
less than a meter of headroom. It is too small to sleep in. These two chambers, with their
rounded corners and domed roofs, resemble in appearance the domed huts of Spain’s Sierra de
Aralar (Ibabe Ortiz 2014) more than they do the roofless squares so common elsewhere in the
White Mountains. The third chamber, at eastern end of the row and sharing a wall with the
middle one, has no roof. It is a U-shaped space large enough to sleep in with three walls
approximately one meter high.
Bread Oven site: This large horseshoe-shaped shelter in McAfee Meadow has one chamber but
with two entrances and its built-in fireplace is on the north side. A wood post and barbed wire
corral approximately ten meters by six meters is nearby, as is a bread oven. A 20th-century
metal grommet approximately 2 cm in diameter, such as are found at the corners of canvas
tarpaulins, was found here. The bread oven is a cylinder of stone 2.7 meters in diameter and
0.7 meters high with a flat stone roof. The stone is carefully laid and mortared. This is the only
structure we have found in our study that uses mortar. The oven has a doorway 0.6 meters by
0.4 meters and a tightly fitting door made of wood planks reinforced by a metal band. A metal
pipe chimney sticks out of the top. Ashes are still inside. Probably this is the bread oven
described by Grinnell at this site in 1917 (Pritchard 2014).
Two Chambers site: This large rectangular shelter near Cottonwood Creek has two “rooms”,
one with an excellently crafted built-in fireplace and three slabs of stone placed near it at a
comfortable height for sitting. The other chamber is larger and has no fireplace. A spring with a
permanent pond is nearby.
Big Stone site: A massive residual boulder forms the entire western wall of this shelter; laid
stone walls have only been built on the north and south sides. It has a wide entrance. It is also
unusual in that it looks slightly uphill, but it has good views of pasture in every direction (Figure
1). It is located east of the trail to White Mountain Peak.
Sierra View site: With its small floor plan, lack of a built-in fireplace, and paucity of artifacts
(just two tobacco cans and a piece of glass), perhaps this square shelter should be grouped with
the minor windbreaks. However, its tidy 1-meter-high double walls are symmetrical and
excellently laid; a great demonstration of the stone layer’s craft (Figure 7). The corners are
neatly done. The floor is soft, level and free of sharp stones. This site shows more attention to
detail than any of the others. There is a panoramic view of the Sierra to the west.
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Can City site: This rectangular shelter near McAfee Meadow has two chambers. The smaller
one has a built-in stone bench at its eastern end. Where a built-in fireplace might be expected
near the bench on the south wall, a large woody shrub has disturbed and obscured the stones
so it isn’t clear whether there was one. However, there is a bread oven a few meters away
similar in size and shape to the one at the Bread Oven site but dry-stacked without mortar and
partially fallen in. Four pine wood posts each over a meter long lie in the larger chamber. There
are hundreds of rusted cans. Out of 100 cans examined at random, 62 of them were condensed
milk cans. This could be determined from their distinctive size and shape, and from the fact that
most were opened by puncturing rather than having the lid removed as would be necessary to
remove solid food. Alfred Giraud (1966) wrote that he kept a goat on the trail to provide milk
for his morning coffee, as did many other herders (Austin 1906); we can infer that somebody at
Can City’s did not.
Spring Overlook site: This shelter on the White Mountain’s western slope facing the Sierra has
no spurs flanking the doorway (Figure 4). It is next to a spring that still has several wooden
stakes driven into the moist ground, possibly part of a fence to keep sheep from fouling the
water.

Figure 4. Spring Overlook Shelter, White Mountains, California USA. Photograph by Michael Wing.
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Lamb Camp site: This typical shepherd’s shelter is close to the road to White Mountain Peak, so
it gets visited by hikers. It exhibits some double-wall construction, especially around the
corners. Many of the stones have fallen and double-wall construction isn’t apparent
everywhere (Figure 7).
Crooked Creek cabin: The largest and finest one-chamber shelter we surveyed; the expertly laid
and chinked stones of the conical half-chimney built into the southern wall make it special.
Also, it has two wooden door posts, a wood lintel and a portion of eaves, suggesting it once had
a (non-stone) roof. “A. Giraud” has carved his name into a door post. It is not far from the
University of California’s Crooked Creek Station.
One-Man Shelter site: Unlike most others, this one near the north fork of McAfee Creek has its
fireplace on the west side not the south side. It is so small that an adult can’t lie down in it
without either curling up or having the feet stick out the entrance.
Semi-Roofed site: This shelter is unusual because it has an overhanging partial roof made of
laid stone slabs that are overlapped like the roofs at the nearby Stone Corral shelter, but this
roof is supported by a natural ledge. It is horseshoe-shaped, not square, and has a wide
doorway.
Three Cubbyholes: The walls of this shelter are especially high, averaging 1.3 meters. The laid
and chinked stonework includes a built-in fireplace, a stone bench opposite to it and three
rectangular nooks or “cubbyholes” built in to the interior walls where objects can be placed. It
is near Cottonwood Creek.
Barcroft Pipeline site: This is a typical square one-chamber shelter, except that it apparently
has no built-in fireplace. The south wall has partially caved in; perhaps the fireplace was
destroyed. It also has a stone bench just outside the door facing east and a handsome
rectangular “cubbyhole” built into the rear wall where small objects can be placed (Figure 7).
Artifacts are few; only one tobacco can, one wood post (still standing) and one wood stake.
Barcroft Well site: This 3-sided square shelter has no artifacts and no built-in fireplace, but
there is an apparent detached hearth to the east of the structure. It is next to an important
spring.
County Line Hill site: This shelter near the Inyo County line has three expertly laid and chinked
double walls that form three sides of a square. A few characteristics make it unusual. First,
there is a massive pine log 0.6 meters in diameter and 3.8 meters long sitting on the interior
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floor with one end propped up on the stonework (Figure 5). The log is covered with carvings,
most indecipherable, but one can make out “E. Bertrand” and “Erazzarret” (?) and the dates “7M-1929” as well as “1913” and “1925.” The carvings on the log are upside-down, indicating that
the log has rolled over since the carvings were made. It was evidently associated with the
shelter for many years. Possibly it lay along the top of the north side’s stone wall; the nearby
Sage Hen Flat shelter has a similarly carved log lying along the top of its northern side. Second,
there is no fireplace built into any of the walls. Third, the entrance faces northwest, violating
the general rule that stone shelters in the White Mountains don’t face west. At this site,
however, the prevailing winds may be more southerly than westerly due to a steep north-south
trending ridge just to the east of the site. On each of the two days that we visited the site, in
two different years, we could stand in the center of the shelter and look out the entrance with
the wind at our backs.

Figure 5. County Line Hill Shelter, White Mountains, California USA. Photograph by Elizabeth Wing.
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Sage Hen Flat site: This large shelter has only two walls of laid stone; several residual boulders
in a hillside make up the eastern and southern walls and the fireplace is a natural nook between
two of these boulders. A fallen-in roof is present; it consists of a large pine log ridgepole and
many rough-hewn pine planks and logs. Rusted food cans are abundant. “Bertrand 1929” is
carved on a log as well as “Ernarit.”

ARBORGLYPHS, BREAD OVENS AND CAIRNS
Basque shepherds of the Great Basin – and particularly those originating from the Bizkaia
region- are known for a folk tradition of arborglyphs: fanciful carvings on the bark of aspen
trees (Mallea-Olaetxe 2000, Crawford 2005). Our study area is above the elevations where
aspens grow so we noted no carvings consistent with this tradition within sight of the shelters.
However, some typically Basque arborglyphs are located at lower elevations on the nearby
South Fork of McAfee Creek, on Cottonwood Creek and especially on Tres Plumas Creek (Tim
Forsell, personal communication). We found several arborglyphs approximately two kilometers
east of the Sage Hen Flat shelter on the South Fork of Crooked Creek. One included the date
“1930” (Figure 6). While Basque shepherds in Europe sometimes slept in a roofed stone cabin
they called an etxola or txabola, they were not generally known for building such stone shelters
in the American west. Instead, they usually slept in canvas tents or wood cabins when below
the tree line. They did build round stone bread ovens such as the two we noted in our study
and also stone cairns called harri mutilak to mark range boundaries (Mallea-Olaetxe 2009). The
arborglyphs, bread ovens and stone cairns we observed in the field provide indirect support for
a Basque origin for the stone shelters.
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Figure 6. Arborglyph on a living
aspen trunk near the Sage Hen
Flat shelter. South Fork of
Crooked Creek in background.
Photo by Michael Wing

RELATIONSHIP TO EUROPEAN DRY STONE SHELTERS
Dry stone shelters have been built by shepherds in the Pyrenees since Neolithic times (AgirreGarcía et al. 2018). In southern France and northern Spain there is a more recent tradition of
dry stone cabanes pastorales, orris and barracas associated with agriculture and animal
husbandry. These are usually beehive-shaped houses with domed roofs several meters high and
circular floor plans. Out of the 100+ stone cabins photographed and sketched by Christian
Lassure and Dominique Repérant (2004) not one resembles very closely the shelters in the
White Mountains. The French cabanes are too large, too high, too massive, and too round,
although the warming hut at the Stone Corral Site is dome-shaped like a French cabane
pastorale in miniature. (This structure includes A. Giraud’s name carved on a wooden beam;
Giraud came from the Maritime Alps.) Spain’s wine-growing areas, such as Rioja, also have a
tradition of beehive-shaped chozos or guardaviñas built in stone for storage and to protect
watchmen guarding the vineyards (Ibáñez Rodríguez 2010). Their users lived nearby so the
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chozos were used as utility buildings, not primary dwellings or camps. These structures have
round floor plans, one entrance, and dome-shaped, peaked roofs generally higher than the
structure is wide. None of the White Mountains shelters resemble Spain’s chozos or
guardaviñas.
Can the White Mountains shelters be associated with any other tradition? Ibabe Ortiz (2004/05)
has surveyed a total of 72 dry stone shelters, including 54 cabañas pastoriles, in the Karrantza
Valley and adjacent mountains, which lies in the extreme western part of the Bizkaia region. In
contrast to France’s cabanes pastorales, the cabañas of western Bizkaia are very similar to the
White Mountain shelters. They are roofless squares of laid dry-stone construction with waisthigh walls. There is little difference either in appearance (Figure 7) or in characteristic
dimensions (Table 2) between the White Mountains shelters in this study and the Bizkaia
cabañas. Both have single-chamber square floor plans of almost identical lengths, widths and
surface areas. Both have walls about one meter high and slightly over half a meter wide. Both
often incorporate residual boulders. Both have narrow doorways that generally face east. In
each group of shelters, only two are divided internally into two chambers: The Two Chambers
and Can City sites in the White Mountains, and cabañas # 27 and # 41 in the Karrantza Valley.
However, the internal divider in the Karrantza Valley shelters is a wood log, not a stone wall.
There is a characteristic in the Karrantza Valley shelters that Ibabe Ortiz noted is uncommon in
other parts of Bizkaia: that two-thirds of the time the doorway is placed at the end of a wall
near a corner, and not in the middle of the wall. This is also true for about half of the White
Mountains shelters. One way in which the two groups of shelters do not resemble each other is
the apparent lack of built-in fireplaces in the Bizkaia shelters.
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Figure 7. A side-by-side comparison of three California White Mountains stone shelters (left) and three
Bizkaia Cabañas (right; images from Ortiz 2004/05). Top left: Sierra View shelter; middle left: Lamb Camp
shelter; bottom left: Barcroft Pipeline shelter. Photographs by Michael Wing. Top right: Cabaña #31;
middle right: Cabaña #43; bottom right: Cabaña #67. Drawings by Enrike Ibabe Ortiz. Reprinted by
permission of Revista Kobie.
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DID THE SHELTERS HAVE ROOFS?
Giraud (1966) claimed he never used tents in the winter because “such things could not be used
and would be a burden, so we slept out under the stars.” He added “We were out under the
stars and in the open all the time.”2 His book includes a photograph of the author standing
inside a knee-high, horseshoe-shaped stone windbreak somewhere in the Owens Valley. This
may help us understand how so few of the stone shelters in the White Mountains have roofs, or
any evidence of ever having had them. Most are square or U-shaped walls, waist-high, often
with fireplaces but almost always open to the sky. Two exceptions are the Crooked Creek Cabin
and the warming hut at the Stone Corral site; ironically these are the two that have Giraud’s
name carved on them so perhaps Giraud exaggerated. The Crooked Creek Cabin has no roof
today but since the doorway has a lintel and a portion of wooden eaves we can infer that there
must have been one. Perhaps it was a square of canvas stretched over a ridgepole; several logs
are present that could have supported a ridgepole and, unlike the other shelters we surveyed,
this site has plenty of timber nearby. The warming hut at the Stone Corral site has a stone slab
roof, as does the chamber next to it. However, this roof as it exists today could not have kept
the hut occupants dry in the rain. The stone slabs are stacked so as to allow water to pour
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between them as any test with a bottle of water will reveal. Ibabe Ortiz (2014) has described
similar domed shelters with slab roofs in the Sierra de Aralar region of Gipuzkoa in which the
roofs have been supplemented with turf covers to ensure water-tightness. It rarely rains in the
White Mountains in the summer but when it does it can be torrential. While conducting this
study the authors were caught in an evening thunderstorm that was memorable for its
suddenness and violence.
The Sage Hen Flat shelter has a wood plank roof supported by a massive log ridgepole and the
single log at the County Line Hill shelter is similar to the ridgepole at Sage Hen Flat. Crooked
Creek, Sage Hen Flat and County Line Hill are the three southernmost shelters we examined
and the three lowest in elevation. Pine trees are present near all three of these shelters. The
rest are at higher elevations and far from the nearest timber. Perhaps timber roofs were
constructed where timber was available nearby and omitted in favor of canvas covers above
the tree line where it was not. The 2-cm metal grommet that was found at the Bread Oven
shelter site is the sort used to this day in canvas tarpaulins; perhaps somebody here slept under
a canvas roof at some point. The Can City shelter has four pine wood posts, each at least a
meter long, inside the larger of its two stone chambers. These could have been used to support
a lightweight roof, but if they did no other trace of it remains. Mary Austin (1906) twice
described Basque herders in California as sleeping under “canvas covers” in the rain.
Only four out of the 54 cabañas described by Ibabe Ortiz (2004/05) in the Karrantza Valley have
any sign of roofs today. However, Ibabe Ortiz describes, based on local information, how most
of these shelters were roofed in the past with wood beams, rafters and sod (tile roofs not being
permitted on commonly held pasture.) If the White Mountains shelters had similar roofs made
of organic materials, little from them survives today except at the Sage Hen Flat and Crooked
Creek sites.

CONCLUSION
The White Mountains shelters are not mere generic windbreaks by anonymous builders. They
demonstrate an unequivocally Basque pattern, although Alfred Giraud’s two shelters are
atypical.
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ENDNOTES
(1) Giraud’s choice of title is reminiscent of John Muir’s book My First Summer in the Sierra
(1911) and could be intended as a sly dig at the Scottish naturalist, who hated
sheepherding for the damage it did to the Sierra meadows and called sheep “hoofed
locusts.”
(2) Giraud may be referring to his early years because in an oral interview in 1990 his son
said that they did use tents in the field (Potashkin 1990).
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